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choice procedures, the strictly enforced admission criteria and the lack of educational 
GLYHUVLW\EHWZHHQVFKRROVDOOUHVXOWLQDFWXDOGLVFRXUDJHPHQWRIFKRLFH
INTRODUCTION
This article attempts to bridge the gap between the wider theoretical picture of 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO HGXFDWLRQDO UHVWUXFWXULQJ DQG WKH HPSLULFDO GHWDLOV RI LQGLYLGXDO
VFKRROVZLWKLQWKHLURZQORFDOFKRLFHVLWXDWLRQ,WSURYLGHVLQVLJKWLQWRGLIIHUHQFHV
between the national policy framework and the actual choice situation as experienced 
E\ VFKRROV DQG VWXGHQWV7KLV LV LQ OLQHZLWK%DOO et al. ZKR FRQVLGHUV
WKH G\QDPLFV RI FKRLFH DV ORFDO DQG UHODWHG WR VSHFLÀF FRQGLWLRQV SRVVLELOLWLHV
and histories.
Educational systems of different European countries and the US show a tendency 






RISXEOLFVHUYLFHV2Q WKHRWKHUKDQGFULWLFVVXJJHVW WKDWVXFKUHIRUPV LQFUHDVH
WKH LQHTXDOLW\EHWZHHQ VFKRROV7RROH\ SURYLGHVXVZLWK DQRYHUYLHZRI
the different opinions on whether choice leads to inequalities and reinforces social 

















different schools alongside an increased presence of the market mechanism. The 
choice situation in the United States is the example most commonly referred to, 
QRWOHDVWEHFDXVHLWFRQWDLQVDJUHDWGLYHUVLW\RIFKRLFHLQLWLDWLYHVRQWKHVXSSO\DV
well as the demand side of educational markets. Whether increased choice leads 













choice is undermining these areas and the nature and scale of students crossing the 




the middle class and rural areas. 
6&+22/&+2,&(5277(5'$09(5686'81'((
The school choice situation in Rotterdam is an example of how school choice operates 






percentage of ethnic minorities. Schools of all Dutch denominations are present 
KHUH$WWKHWLPHRIWKHUHVHDUFKWKHUHZHUHVHFRQGDU\VFKRROVSURYLGLQJPDYR
KDYRYZR education1, consisting of 6 public schools and 8 denominational schools 
&DWKROLF3URWHVWDQWDQG&DOYLQLVW3URWHVWDQW
Rotterdam’s local authority, which functions as a school board for public schools, 
XVHGWRKDYHDVWURQJFHQWUDOJRYHUQLQJUROHZLWKUHJDUGWRVFKRROV6FKRROVKDG
WR FRQIRUP WRERWK FHQWUDO DQG ORFDO OHJLVODWLRQ LQ WHUPVRI WKHLU RUJDQL]DWLRQDO






VL]HGFRPSDQLHVZLWKFRQVXPHUVZKRH[SHFWDKLJKTXDOLW\SURGXFW·. This suggested 
DVKLIWIURPWKHFROOHFWLYHLGHDRISXEOLFHGXFDWLRQWRZDUGVWKHYLHZWKDWHYHU\VFKRRO
LVXQLTXH$WWHQWLRQZDVJLYHQWRWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUHDQGWKHHGXFDWLRQDO
approach as marketing concepts because ‘adjustmentRIHGXFDWLRQWRFRQVXPHUV·










from primary to secondary school do this by means of a placing request which





JUDQWHG LQFOXGLQJ WKRVHJUDQWHGE\ WKHDSSHDO FRPPLWWHHDQG WKH VKHULII7KLV
SHUFHQWDJHKDGIDOOHQWRQ E\1LQHW\SHUFHQWRIWKHUHIXVDOV
IRUSODFLQJUHTXHVWVDUHEDVHGRQDFFRPPRGDWLRQFRQVWUDLQWV62('






0XFK KDV EHHQZULWWHQ DERXW WKH VXSSRVHG GLVWLQFWLYHQHVV RI WKH 6FRWWLVK
HGXFDWLRQ V\VWHPZKLFK LV EHOLHYHG WR EH IXQGDPHQWDO WR6FRWWLVK FXOWXUH7KH
V\VWHP LV IRXQGHG RQ GHPRFUDWLF DQG HJDOLWDULDQ YDOXHV DQG LQ FRPSDULVRQ WR
England, choice is exercised less widely. There are generally stronger links between 
VHFRQGDU\DQGIHHGHUSULPDU\VFKRROV&DPSEHOO






child will attend. The principal of their future secondary school will be automatically 








VHQGWKHLUFKLOGUHQWRWKHVFKRROWKDWVHUYHVWKHLUORFDOFRPPXQLW\·. Sometimes the 
EA facilitates choice without the need for placing requests, by assigning catchment 
areas to more than one school, in order to limit the number of placing requests. Two 
or three primary schools in the city and quite a few in the countryside are assigned to 
more than one secondary school. This has been arranged in order to protect schools 
that were becoming smaller. 
0RVW'XQGHHVFKRROV·PD[LPXPLQWDNHLVQHYHUDFKLHYHGEHFDXVHWKHLUFDSDFLW\
LVEDVHGRQWKHGHPRJUDSKLFVLWXDWLRQLQWKHVDQGWKHUHKDVEHHQDGHFUHDVLQJ






*LYHQ WKLV SROLF\ EDFNJURXQG WKH VWXG\ SUHVHQWHG LQ WKLV SDSHU LQYROYHV DQ
international comparison between the different choice contexts in the Netherlands 
DQG6FRWODQG7KHHPSLULFDOGDWDFROOHFWLRQZDVFDUULHGRXWLQDQGDV
SDUWRIDODUJHU3K'VWXG\0RUHUHFHQWDGGLWLRQDOGDWDZHUHXVHG7KHFRQWUDVWV
between the Netherlands and Scotland make such a comparison interesting. These 
WZRFRXQWULHVUHSUHVHQWGLIIHUHQWFKRLFHVLWXDWLRQVWKH1HWKHUODQGVDOZD\VRIIHUHG

























This study focuses on the transfer between primary and secondary education. The 
ORFDOFKRLFHVLWXDWLRQVWKHXQLWRIDQDO\VLVDUHQRWUHTXLUHGWREHUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRI
their country, but are merely examples of a typical choice situation in either country. 
7KHLQWHUQDODQGFRQVWUXFWYDOLGLW\ZHUHLPSURYHGE\VHHNLQJVWDQGDUGLVDWLRQEHWZHHQ
LQWHUYLHZV WR DYRLG FRQWDPLQDWLRQ V\VWHPDWLF GDWD DQDO\VLV WR DYRLG ELDVHG
YLHZSRLQWVDQGWKHXVHRIFDWHJRULHVRIGLIIHUHQFHV&RPSDUDWLYHFDVHVWXGLHVZHUH
carried out in Rotterdam and Dundee.
Each of the selected areas lies in regions of high population densities. These 
were selected to ensure that in both situations there is a choice between two or 








within each of the local choice situations. This was in order to ensure comparability 

EHWZHHQWKHVFKRROV7KHVFKRROVKDGWREHHTXLYDOHQWDOWHUQDWLYHV,QHDFKRIWKH
countries, the most common type of school was researched. In the Netherlands, 
three secondary schools were selected with a PDYRKDYRYZRcurriculum, the most 




  1RRI 1RRI 1RRIIHHGHU
  LQWHUYLHZV VWXGHQWV SULPDU\VFKRROV
Rotterdam ORFDOJRYHUQPHQW  1
3XEOLFVFKRRO 1,   ²
LQFOXGLQJ*UHHN	/DWLQ
3XEOLFVFKRRO 1,   ²
RIIHULQJ(QJOLVKVWUHDP
DQGELOLQJXDOYZR
3ULYDWH3URWHVWDQWVFKRRO 1,   ²
Dundee UHSUHVHQWDWLYHRI($  
($6FKRRO 6&   3
EA School 5RPDQ&DWKROLF 6&   
($6FKRRO 6&   
ZLWKDVSHFLDOXQLW 
7RWDOQXPEHURILQWHUYLHZV   
7KHFDVHVWXGLHVZHUHFRQGXFWHGWKURXJKVHPLVWUXFWXUHGLQWHUYLHZVZLWKVWDNHKROGHUV
SROLF\PDNHUVDQGVFKRROOHDGHUVDQGGRFXPHQWDQDO\VLVEURFKXUHVSXEOLVKHGE\





situations. After these descriptions this article continues with a comparison between 
ERWKFRXQWULHVIRUHDFKRIWKHFDWHJRULHV7HHONHQ
&203$5,1*7+(/2&$/&+2,&(6,78$7,216
On the basis of this international comparison differences emerge between the formal 
DYDLODELOLW\RIFKRLFHDQGLWVDFWXDOSUHVHQFHLQWKHVFKRROV\VWHP)RUHDFKRIWKH
GLIIHUHQFHVWKHVSHFLÀFORFDOFKRLFHVLWXDWLRQVDUHGLVFXVVHGZLWKLQWKHIUDPHZRUN
of the national choice system both in terms of the formal and the actual school 
FKRLFHDYDLODEOH
7+('(0$1'6,'(2)&+2,&(








to acknowledge that they will be responsible for transport. If parents opt for a 
QRQGHVLJQDWHGVFKRROWKH\PD\EHRIIHUHGDWPRVWRQO\WKHFRVWRIWUDQVSRUWWR







LW LV VWLOO FRQWUROOHG DQG LWV DYDLODELOLW\ LV OLPLWHG7KHSURYLVLRQRI OHDJXHWDEOH
information is a contentious issue. It appears that only a small minority of parents 





The local choice situation in Rotterdam conforms to the general tendency in the 
1HWKHUODQGVWRSURYLGHPRUHLQIRUPDWLRQWRVWXGHQWVDQGSDUHQWV:KDWLVXQLTXH











parents can offer them less support.










parents has to make a placing request through the education authority.
7KH'XQGHHOHDJXHWDEOHVDUHDYDLODEOHWRWKHSXEOLF7KHVHOHDJXHWDEOHVVKRZ
raw scores only, but explain in detail why those raw scores make comparisons 
EHWZHHQVFKRROVGLIÀFXOW$VWKH+HDGRI6FH[SODLQV¶WKHLURQO\SXUSRVHFRXOG
EHWRHQDEOHFRPSDULVRQVRYHUDFRXSOHRI\HDUV·. When based on small student 
QXPEHUVZKLFKLVRIWHQWKHFDVHLQ6FRWODQGVXFKVFRUHVDUHYHU\XQUHOLDEOH5DZ
scores say more about the nature of the catchment area — whether it is middle or 
ZRUNLQJFODVV³WKDQWKHDFWXDOTXDOLW\RIWKHVFKRRO,PSURYHPHQWVLQWKHOHDJXH
table say more about the schools’ ability to attract more able students than about 
WKHPRWLYDWLRQRIVWXGHQWVDQGVWDII6FRWWLVKUHVSRQGHQWVDUHLQIDYRXURIYDOXH






 $YDLODELOLW\ RI information7KH DPRXQW RI JHQHUDO DQG RXWFRPHEDVHG
LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWVFKRROVDQGDERXW WKHVFKRROFKRLFHSURFHVVDYDLODEOH WR












$GLVWLQFWLRQ FDQEHPDGHEHWZHHQ WKHÀQDQFLDO EDVLV DQG WKHPHWKRGRI
funding.




satisfactory and reliable information to parents, many of whom currently do not 
understand league tables and do not use the information in their choice decisions. 
*LYHQWKHVHOLPLWDWLRQVLWDSSHDUVWKDWOHDJXHWDEOHVIDLOLQWKHLUSXUSRVHZKLFKLVWR
JLYHLQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKHTXDOLW\RIWKHVFKRRO/HDJXHWDEOHVRQO\KDYHPHDQLQJLI


















no geographical barriers between schools. (YHU\ERG\KDVWRFKRRVH. In Rotterdam, 
WKHIRUPDODYDLODELOLW\RIVFKRROFKRLFHLVODUJHEHFDXVHRIWKHIUHHGRPRIFKRLFH
DQGWKHODUJHQXPEHURIGLYHUVHVFKRROV7KHVFKRROVLQ5RWWHUGDPSXWHIIRUWLQWR
making the students from primary schools familiar with the range of secondary 
VFKRROVDYDLODEOHEHFDXVHWKHLULQWDNHLVXQFHUWDLQ6FKRRO1/
¶LWLVVFKRROSROLF\WRRIIHUDYDULHGSDFNDJHDVRUWRIVDODGZLWKEHQHÀFLDO
elements mixed with enjoyable elements’. 
The schools in Rotterdam apply absolute admission criteria VHH)LJXUHDERYHLQ
WHUPVRIDFDGHPLFDELOLW\7KHVFKRROVGHDOZLWKVWXGHQWDGPLVVLRQVWKHPVHOYHV












of the EA in Dundee made clear that choice is not stimulated. He acknowledges that 
SDUHQWVVKRXOGKDYHDULJKWWRFKRRVHOLNHFKRRVLQJRWKHUVHUYLFHV+RZHYHUWKH
EA thinks that parents should send their children to their local school as much as 






VFKRROV¶\RXGRQ·WGRWKDW\RXGRQ·WSRDFK·. The school does not get into contact 
ZLWKQRQDVVRFLDWHGVFKRROV7KLVLVEDVHGRQDJUHHPHQWVEHWZHHQWKHVFKRROVWKDW
DUHVWULFWO\DGKHUHGWR
‘It is inappropriate and unfair to attract students from other schools’. 
‘If any other school were to go into our feeder primaries, we would get in 
WRXFKZLWKWKH(GXFDWLRQ2IÀFH·+HDGWHDFKHU6F
6FKRRO6FH[SODLQHGWKDWWKHUHLVIUHHVFKRROFKRLFHLQDIRUPDOVHQVHSURYLGHGWKH
schools are not full, although parents must then pay for their children’s transport. 
,Q5RWWHUGDPGLYHUVLW\EHWZHHQVFKRROVLVJUHDWDQGVWLOOLQFUHDVLQJ'LYHUVLW\









mainly because of the homogeneous character of Scottish education, the Scottish 

UHVSRQGHQWVQRWHGWKDWWKHODFNRIHGXFDWLRQDOGLYHUVLW\PD\PHDQRWKHUGLIIHUHQFHV
between schools are emphasised, such as social differences and also those related 
to reputation.
&203$5,621%(7:((17+()250$/$1'$&78$/6,78$7,21
For the schools in Rotterdam, because of the minor role that admission criteria play 
in the choice procedure, there are few distinctions between the formal and actual 






It is becoming clear that in Dundee choice is not particularly encouraged. The 
ORFDODXWKRULWLHVKDYHVHWXSDFRPSOLFDWHGV\VWHPRISURFHGXUHVLQRUGHUWRUHJXODWH
school choice. Arrangements are so complicated that parents are discouraged from 
H[HUFLVLQJWKHLUULJKWV/RFDOUHSUHVHQWDWLYHVHVSHFLDOO\DUHHDJHUWRH[SODLQWKH
GLVDGYDQWDJHVRIFKRLFH7KH($LQ'XQGHHIHDUVWKHFUHDWLRQRIPDJQHWVFKRROVDQG








schools are unknown to them until September.
From a comparison of the local choice situations, it can be concluded that in 
Rotterdam choice is compulsory and that parents and students can choose between 
DQ H[WHQVLYH UDQJHRI VFKRROV(PSKDVLV LV ODLG RQ HGXFDWLRQDO GLYHUVLW\ZKLOH
LQVWLWXWLRQDOGLYHUVLW\LVEHFRPLQJOHVVDQGOHVVLPSRUWDQW,Q'XQGHHLWLVEHFRPLQJ
quite clear that choice is neither encouraged nor appreciated. It is tolerated because 
it is enforced by legislation, but parents seem to be confused by bureaucratic 
SURFHGXUHV7KHUH LV QRWPXFK HGXFDWLRQDO RU LQVWLWXWLRQDO GLYHUVLW\ QRU LV WKLV
being stimulated or increased. As the local authorities can refuse placing requests 
RQWKHEDVLVRIVWDIIRUDFFRPPRGDWLRQFRQVWUDLQWVHQWHULQJDSRSXODUVFKRROLVYHU\
XQOLNHO\+RZHYHUEHFDXVHPRVWVFKRROVDUHXQGHUVXEVFULEHGWKHDFWXDODYDLODELOLW\
















the reorganisation of regional authorities into unitary authorities. These authorities 
KDYHUHSODFHGWKHIRUPHUUHJLRQVDQGGLVWULFWV7KH6WDQGDUGVLQ6FRWODQG·V6FKRROV
HWF$FWIRFXVHGRQLPSURYLQJWKHTXDOLW\DQGVWDQGDUGRIVFKRROHGXFDWLRQ
by means of the Inspectorate and through monitoring mechanisms. On the basis of 
WKHUHFHQW&RQVXOWDWLRQ'UDIWRIWKH6FKRRO(GXFDWLRQ6FRWODQG%LOOLW FDQEH
concluded that, although inspections are taking place, there seems to be a gap in the 
0LQLVWHULDOSRZHUWRHQVXUHWKDWDXWKRULWLHVWDNHDFWLRQWRLPSURYHWKHLUVFKRROVZKHQ
recommended to do so by the inspectorate4. Other recent issues are the increased 
PDWXULW\RIGHYROYHGVFKRROPDQDJHPHQWDQGSDUWQHUVKLSVEHWZHHQDXWKRULWLHVDQG
WKH6(('LQGHYHORSLQJDQGVWDUWLQJWKHVFKRROHVWDWHVWUDWHJ\
The EA in Dundee does not see a relationship between DSM and placing requests; 










7KH FRVW RI ERRNVPDWHULDOV SRVWDJHPLQRU LPSURYHPHQWV DQG IXUQLVKLQJ DUH
GHYROYHGWRWKHVFKRRO)RUWKHODVWWZRLWHPVEHLQJGHYROYHGLV¶UDWKHUQLFH·6F
explained. The school can make its own decisions, which can be put into effect quickly. 
6FWKLQNVWKDWLWPDNHVWKHVFKRROPRUHFRQVFLRXVRILWVH[SHQGLWXUHDOWKRXJKWKH
principal realises that he is an educator and not a trained accountant or an engineer. 
7KHVFKRROGLGUHFHLYHH[WUDFOHULFDOVWDIIZLWKWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRI'60
6HOIJRYHUQLQJ OHJLVODWLRQ WKH6FRWWLVK HTXLYDOHQW RI WKH*UDQW0DLQWDLQHG
VFKRROVLQ(QJODQGQHYHUJDLQHGVXSSRUWLQ6FRWODQGRQO\DIHZVFKRROVDFWXDOO\
tried to opt out of local control because they were threatened with closure. The 












VFKRROV H[SODLQHG WKDW WKHLU DFWXDO VFRSH IRUÀQDQFLDO GHFLVLRQPDNLQJ KDV QRW
LQFUHDVHGH[WHQVLYHO\(QFRXUDJHGE\ORFDOSROLFLHVWKHVFKRROVDUHLQFUHDVLQJO\
VWUHVVLQJWKHLUGLVWLQFWLYHIHDWXUHV7KHLULQFUHDVHGDXWRQRP\KDVOHGWRPRUHGLYHUVLW\
EHWZHHQ VFKRROV*HQHUDOO\ WKH VFKRROV KDYH GHYHORSHG GLIIHUHQW SURÀOHV IRU
H[DPSOHDQLQWHUQDWLRQDOVFKRRODQGVRPHVFKRROVKDYHGHYHORSHGDXQLTXHVFKRRO







DXWRQRP\ LVXVHG WRRIIHUVWXGHQWVPRUHGLYHUVHRSWLRQV IRUFKRLFHE\DOORZLQJ
VFKRROVWRJURZRUWRGHYHORSLQGLYLGXDOVFKRROSURÀOHV3RSXODURYHUVXEVFULEHG










%RWK ORFDOFKRLFHVLWXDWLRQVKDYHZLWQHVVHGDQ LQFUHDVH LQDXWRQRP\IRU WKH
LQGLYLGXDO VFKRROV*HQHUDOO\ WKH VFKRROV VHHP WR DSSUHFLDWH WKLV IUHHGRP IRU
GHFLVLRQPDNLQJFDSDFLW\RXWVLGHWKHSRZHURIWKHORFDODXWKRULW\7KHUHLVOLWWOH
HYLGHQFH WKDW WKH6FRWWLVK VFKRROV DUH SXWWLQJPRUH HIIRUW LQWR DWWUDFWLQJPRUH
students or certain groups of students, or that the actual opportunities for choice 
are more elaborate. 
&21&/86,21
The differences between the formal and the actual situation allow us a more detailed 
YLHZRIWKHIXQFWLRQLQJRIFKRLFH2YHUDOOFKRLFHVHHPVWREHIDYRXUHG+RZHYHU
IRFXVVLQJRQ WKH FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI FKRLFH FODULÀHVZKHUH FKRLFH LV UHDOO\ EHLQJ




1. The demand-side of choice R. No organised transport, increase in 
RXWSXWEDVHG LQIRUPDWLRQ H[WHQVLYH
HGXFDWLRQDOGLYHUVLW\
  D. No t ranspor t  a r rangements  to 
QRQGHVLJQDWHG VFKRROV DYDLODELOLW\ RI
LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWQRQGHVLJQDWHGVFKRROV
limited, little increase in choice between 
HGXFDWLRQDOO\GLYHUVHVFKRROV
The supply-side of choice R. Students are obliged to choose, 
admission criteria play a limited role.
  '/LWWOHHQFRXUDJHPHQWWRH[HUFLVHFKRLFH
UHODWLYH DGPLVVLRQ FULWHULD SURKLELW WKH
actual exercise of choice. 
 Financial and 5 6RPHLQFUHDVHLQÀQDQFLDODXWRQRP\
administrative autonomy VWUHVVLQJRIGLVWLQFWLYHIHDWXUHV


















in Dundee, it is clear that the exercise of choice is not particularly encouraged at 










 $ OLVW RI EURFKXUHV FRQVXOWHG'HSDUWPHQW IRU(GXFDWLRQ &KRLFH DQG'LYHUVLW\ D QHZ















$GOHU0 /RRNLQJ%DFNZDUGV WR WKH)XWXUH SDUHQWDO FKRLFH DQG HGXFDWLRQ SROLF\%ULWLVK
(GXFDWLRQ5HVHDUFK²
$GOHU0DQG5DDE*0([LWFKRLFHDQGOR\DOW\WKHLPSDFWRISDUHQWDOFKRLFHRQDGPLVVLRQV
to secondary schools in Edinburgh and Dundee, -RXUQDORI(GXFDWLRQ3ROLF\²
$GQHWW1DQG'DYLHV3&RPSHWLWLRQDQGFXUULFXOXPGLYHUVLW\LQORFDOVFKRROLQJPDUNHWV7KHRU\
DQGHYLGHQFH-RXUQDORI(GXFDWLRQ3ROLF\²









&DPSEHOO& $Q$QDO\VLV RI D ¶6FRWWLVK'LPHQVLRQ· LQ WKH'HYHORSPHQW RI 6FKRROEDVHG
Management. 6FRWWLVK(GXFDWLRQDO5HYLHZ²
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